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In a landscape increasingly preoccupied with 
the societal implications of digital technolo-
gies, from the pervasive influence of artificial 
intelligence (AI) to the dynamics of platform 
power, Paula Bialski’s Middle Tech: Software 
Work and the Culture of Good Enough (Prince
ton University Press, 2024) offers a timely in-
tervention that looks at the nature and techni-
cal origins of these issues. Amidst different 
narratives that often oscillate between tech-
no-utopianism and dystopian alarmism, Bial-
ski’s ethnographic study provides a count-
er-narrative that reconsiders the foundations 
upon which digitalization is built, together 
with the digital communication tools and 
platforms that dominate it. For researchers 
trying to make sense of the opacity of “black 
box” technologies (Carabantes, 2020; Olesen, 
2025), the vulnerabilities inherent in digital 
systems (Ananny, 2023; Barassi, 2024), and 
the complex interplay between human agen-
cy and technology, Bialski’s book is a valuable 
contribution to the field of media and com-
munication studies, science and technology 
studies (STS), and digital sociology.

As a growing corpus of research now 
clearly shows (Natale et al., 2019; Lewis et al., 
2025; Winkel, 2025 – among others), media, 
corporate and policy discourses surrounding 
technological advancement frequently cham-
pion seamlessness, efficiency, and an almost 
mythical pursuit of perfection, a phenome-
non that has recently reached quasi-religious 
tones in connection with the advancements 
of AI (Epstein, 2024; Singler, 2025). From the 
“always-on” nature of our devices to the al-
lure of just and reliable algorithms, the pre-
vailing story of the digital age imagines per-
fection and function as the route to a world 
defined by efficiency and optimization. This 
narrative leaves little or no space for critical 

analysis, political-economic considerations, 
and in-depth looks at the social and political 
dynamics at the core of these processes, and 
with concerning effects on the quality of pub-
lic discourses pertaining to anything digital. 
Bialski’s book, however, challenges this ide-
alized vision by immersing itself in the daily 
routines of software developers at a compa-
ny she pseudonymously calls Middle Tech, 
a medium-sized firm that operates in Berlin, 
far from the media glare and hyper-innova-
tion of Silicon Valley companies, their trans-
parent campuses and visionary leaders, while 
producing crucial mapping, routing, and nav-
igation software. This choice allows Bialski to 
illuminate from the inside the often invisible 
labor and pragmatic dynamics that underpin 
software production that happens behind the 
scenes or in less visible contexts. Bialski’s cen-
tral argument in the book revolves around the 
concept of a culture of “good enoughness”, an 
ethos shared by developers to produce soft-
ware that is functional and adequate for its 
immediate purpose, rather than striving for 
an ideal of perfection, efficiency, and bril-
liance: software that is neither “bad” nor “ex-
cellent”. In this sense, the “good enough” con-
cept is not a sign of professional negligence 
or technical ineptitude; rather, it emerges as 
a rational, adaptive response to the inherent 
complexities, resource constraints, and dy-
namic demands of contemporary software 
development.

Bialski’s ethnographic approach is a sig-
nificant strength, allowing the book to move 
beyond theoretical discussions to provide 
in-depth descriptions of developers’ inter-
actions, decision-making processes, work 
routines, lived experiences, rationalizations, 
and even humor and social gatherings. By 
foregrounding these human dimensions of 
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software work, Middle Tech can argue that 
technology, and software in particular, is 
a  constantly co-constructed artifact, shaped 
by social relations, organizational pressures, 
and individual interpretations. In doing so, the 
book offers an overview of the various facets of 
the “good enough” culture, from the challeng-
es of working with legacy code to the negoti-
ations between developers and management 
regarding project scope, strategy, and qual-
ity. A critical talking point that Middle Tech 
brings to the fore is the often-invisible and 
undervalued labor of software maintenance. 
Again, the dominant narratives of the tech-
nology industry tend to glorify innovation, 
the creation of killer apps, and the rapid scal-
ing of new platforms, services, and products 
in a constant chase for the “next big thing”, 
“unicorn,” or, now, the most performative 
large language model (LLM). This emphasis 
on novelty often obscures the work necessary 
to keep existing systems operational, secure, 
and compatible with evolving environments 
and standards. Here, Bialski’s research covers 
developers who spend significant portions of 
their time patching, debugging, and integrat-
ing new features into “good enough” software. 
This element becomes a central character in 
the book, also highlighting the continuous 
struggle against obsolescence and bugs. By 
foregrounding the labor of repair (Denis et 
al., 2015), Bialski also challenges the illusion 
of effortless digital functionality, perfection, 
and “always-on” narratives. In animating this 
discourse with diverse data emerging from 
a two-year long ethnography, Bialski’s book 
reveals the intricate, often messy, and pro-
foundly human processes that occur in soft-
ware development and illustrates how the 
abundant bugs and failures of software are not 
anomalous deviations from a perfect norm or 
mere technical missteps in need of a fix, rather 
intrinsic features of its production and func-
tioning (Broussard, 2023, among others). By 
showing that software is inevitably “broken” 
or “good enough”, Middle Tech shifts the fo-
cus from a technical understanding of tech-
nological “failure” to a socio-technical one. 
The book’s strength lies in demonstrating that 
the “weaknesses” in digital systems are often 
rooted in organizational decisions, human 
compromises, and the inherent limitations 
of human work under pressure, together with 
systemic issues. This perspective is funda-

mental for moving beyond simplistic notions 
of “fixing” technology to a more nuanced 
understanding of the inherent vulnerabilities 
of digitalization and its infrastructures (Bory 
and Di Salvo, 2021). 

Looking at the non-secondary labour 
issues and ideas covered in the text, Middle 
Tech deals into the ways developers com-
municate about bugs, share knowledge, and 
collectively decide when a piece of software 
meets the necessary criteria for release, from 
both sociological and ethnographical per-
spectives. Here, Bialski shows how the ma-
terial properties of software, its bugs, and its 
limitations also actively shape work practic-
es, organizational dynamics, and even the 
agency of the workers themselves. This is par-
ticularly relevant for understanding power 
dynamics within tech companies, where the 
technical expertise of developers often clash-
es with managerial demands for efficiency, 
leading to a constant negotiation of what 
“good enough” means. While Middle Tech is 
grounded in ethnography, sociology, and STS 
studies, its insights also resonate with current 
media and communication scholarship. Bial-
ski’s notion of “good enough” extends beyond 
a  commentary on software engineering to 
illuminate an ethos that is pervasive in con-
temporary digital culture, where imperfection 
and error actually should be central to both 
technological artifacts and the narratives that 
sustain them. In this sense, Middle Tech offers 
media and communication studies a basis for 
examining sociotechnical work, and how the 
values of efficiency, usability, and reliability 
are more culturally performed in dominant 
narratives rather than technologically engi-
neered in practice and reality. By highlighting 
the messiness and human nature of software 
development, Middle Tech provides an em-
pirical grounding that challenges inflated, 
but almost hegemonic, claims of technolog-
ical (super)powers. This critical stance also 
aligns with a broader academic effort to de-
construct the hype surrounding technology 
and to foster a more realistic understanding 
of its capabilities and limitations. Thus, Mid-
dle Tech emerges as a crucial read for foster-
ing informed public debates about technol-
ogy, moving beyond simplistic narratives of 
disruption and towards an understanding of 
the complex, often contradictory, realities of 
technology production. 
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